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SUMMARY
It has been the popular view that in Japan from 
ancient times until the period of the Edo shogunate, 
human autopsy as medical practice was discouraged. 
However, in every era, human autopsy has never 
been expressly prohibited by law. The treatment of 
executed criminals was strictly prescribed in detail 
according to the style of the execution by the code 
of the Tokugawa shogunate, Osadamegaki Hyakkajo. 
This code made no provision for the additional pun-
ishment of dissection for executed criminals. As 
wellknown for Yamada Asauemon, Tameshigiri was 
the only additional punishment by which executed 
criminals could be injured using Japanese swords or 
spears authorized by the Tokugawa shogunate. It is 
considered that human autopsy was permitted for 
criminals who had been executed in this way. There-
fore, human autopsy might be viewed as competing 
with Tameshigiri for procuring the bodies of executed 
criminals. This would have been a matter of great 
concern to the family of Yamada Asauemon, who had 
a considerable income as experts in the use of Japa-
nese swords and spears for Tameshigiri that many 
executed criminals would be subjected to autopsy. 
Japan under the Tokugawa shogunate was a consti-
tutional state. When the history of human autopsy in 
Japan is examined, it may be necessary to view it in 
the light of Japanese criminal law history. It seems 
unlikely that human autopsy was prohibited under 
the Tokugawa shogunate.
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